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Oracle has solution to accounting software explosion
OSB WEBLEDGER KEEP COSTS IN CHECK ONLINE
 
ASPs (Application Service Providers) are developing rapidly and are used more frequently than is generally acknowledged.  Common ASP services used by accountants include e-mail such as hotmail and online research.  CCH, Carswell, and LexisNexis are in a sense ASPs that are just not referred to that way.

Primary benefits of ASPs include regular and reliable off-site backup; less complicated and fewer software and equipment upgrades., support for a large number of simultaneous users and multiple locations, integration with suppliers of related services, and rapid implementation of new and/or recently purchased features.
In addition to many lesser known companies, several software giants offer ASP versions of accounting programs,  Some of which operate over the internet using browsers are often known as webledgers.  Examples include Microsoft (bCentral), Oracle (Oracle Small Business – formerly Netledger), Peachtree (e Peachtree) and Intuit (QuickBooks for the Web).

Webledgers are in a period of rapid development and already many features extend beyond the accounting core and also include features rarely if ever found in desktop software.   Webledgers are rapidly incorporating accounting and non-accounting features found  in desktop accounting packages plus integrating services provided by companies they have formed competitive alliances with, frequently referred to as partners. 

Webledgers can be appropriate just for accounting, particularly if the number of concurrent users exceeds the practical limits of  introductory accounting packages, often 4-6 users,

Webledgers are frequently more economical in the short run than the commitment and investment required to install and maintain a mid market accounting package.  

Speed, security, contingency planning, functionality and scalability, customization and cost including conversion costs were considerations in reviewing Oracle Small Business (OSB).  Note this review does not include the more robust customer relationship management (CRM) and Web store customization capabilities expected October 27, 2001.
Speed is primarily determined by the users’ Internet access, not OSB.  OSB has minimized the use of graphics to speed page loading without making the pages stark or sacrificing functionality and access to help.   Data input is fast and access to long lists is excellent.  Like traditional accounting packages, many standard fields are automatically populated and report generation time is reasonable.
Many users will find overall speed acceptable, but some will not.  OSB allows users a 14-day free trial period, which could be used to determine if speed is satisfactory, while becoming familiar with the basic functionality of the program.

Security is actually better than many accounting programs because the data is off-site and not accessible to unauthorized users using non-accounting software,  Users can clear the the browser cache to prevent subsequent users from obtaining information recently viewed, using the browser program itself, or, alternatively, individual users can configure OSB not to have pages stored in the cache while using OSB.

OSB has extensive exporting capability.  Transactions, sub-ledgers,  employee, customer, supplier and company information is exportable in comma-separated value (CSV) files and also directly to Word and Excel.  These features complement the main contributor to contingency planning, which is the ability to function using most common computer systems (including Macs) and browsers with an internet connection.
The only other software other software necessary for basic functioning is freely available Adobe, which is used for printing.
In many areas internet reliability is similar to phones and electricity.  There are interruptions, however, the frequency and length do not justify backup systems other than the one utility companies provide.  Generally, OSB should be considered more reliable than in-house systems.

Accounting functionality of the software is comparable with most accounting packages except for ODBC compliance; the inventory section even has kit assembly from component parts in inventory.
Time and billing is available but foreign/multi-currency accounting is not.  Some functions come at an additional cost.

Calendar and meeting scheduling is available, as are customer online payment acceptance, with or without the Web store.

Online supplier and customer access to their account information is available and controlled on an account-by-account basis,.  Integration with other online services such as e-mail and faxing is easy to implement.  Some integrated services, at additional cost, are enhancements of features already available in OSB and only needed by a minority of companies as they grow.

OSB even has the ability to provide real-time consolidated income statements and balance sheets.

In a sense OSB is scaleable from a volume, user and feature perspective without requiring companies to to pay for capacity they do not need or cannot afford. 

OSB provides the following types of custom fields:

· check boxes;

· currency;

· date;

· decimal number;

· integer number;

· list;

· hyperlink; and

· freeform text.

No edit controls are available other than conforming to the type of data appropriate to the field.  Custom fields can be added to customers, jobs, vendors, employees, other names (contacts), contact records, reports, forms and transactions, 
The ability to customize is extensive and and useful for many companies who need to track information not covered in generic accounting setups.

Users can be customized individually or by assigning users a role.  Many roles are pre-defined with appropriate access privileges,
OSB provides context sensitive help plus online indexed help, plus a list of common questions other wise known as Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) and a 97 page PDF manual called “System Basics” under the support tab.
A preliminary review of the manual and the choices available on the Setup tab for the company and the Preferences screen accessible from the Home tab are excellent ways of quickly familiarizing with OSB.  Other tabs include Transactions, Reports and Links.
Companies using QuickBooks and Quicken are able to upload their complete records and try the system for free for 14 days,
CSV  files can also be imported with balances but no transactions,   Given the conversion utilities available, conversion costs can be minimized,

Various price packages exist depending on the number of users and the additional features requested.

Accountants are setup as free users for all their clients.

Pricing begins at 9.95 US per month per user, however, significant discounts are available when combining multiple users with multiple features.

Approximately, 3,000 companies are currently paying subscribers to OSB.  Oracle and  Larry Ellision back the company.

Significant enhancements are expected,  as the software titans and niche players in this market compete on price and features, and the opportunities for accountants to provide more services should expand.
This should allow this embryonic type of ASP to develop rapidly and make this technology more practical over the next few years. 
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